EMW - Workshops
EWM 2009

EARLY MODERN WORKSHOP: Jewish History Resources
Volume 6: Reading across Cultures: The Jewish Book and Its Readers in the Early
Modern Period, 2009, The Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Studies at Harvard
University, Cambridge, MA

Leon Modena's Ari Nohem Between Print and
Manuscript
Yaacob Dweck, Princeton University, USA

ABSTRACT: This presentation will examine Leon Modena's critique of Kabbalah, a
Hebrew treatise composed in Venice in 1639 entitled Ari Nohem (The Roaring Lion).
One of the primary causes of Modena's critique was the printing of kabbalistic books
such as the Zohar, Ma'arekhet ha-Elohut, and Sefer Yetzirah. In Modena's argument, the
printing of kabbalistic books in the sixteenth century had disrupted prior patterns of the
transmission of kabbalistic knowledge. In particular, Modena argues that kabbalistic
books had begun to be read in new ways by new audiences. Using Modena's analysis as a
point of departure this presentation will focus on two questions: First, how did Leon
Modena himself read kabbalistic texts? Second, did a new group of readers of kabbalistic
texts indeed appear in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries?

This presentation is for the following text(s):
The Roaring Lion
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The Roaring Lion
Ari Nohem

1639
Translated by Yaacob Dweck, Princeton University, USA

Leon Modena
Chapter Twenty Nine

‘The punishment of the iniquity of my daughter is greater,’1 and the breach has
increased, especially now that books from this [Kabbalah] have emerged from the
printing press, the books of the Zohar and Tikkunim, Ma’arekhet ha-Elhot, and others
like them.2 As long as they remained only written matters, very few people entered into
this [Kabbalah], and whoever had them in his possession would only hand them over to
copied down by one who was worthy, esteemed in his eyes, and deserving of it. In most
instances, the person would know [him], and teach him face to face, and only afterwards
pursue the book. But now that they have appeared in print, whoever has coins or cash in
his hand and knows how to read, whomever he may be or whatever or however it may
be, purchases books, considers them, and imagines that he understands and knows
them. The plague has spread3 to countless individuals. For even if you say that this
Kabbalah should be considered the words of the living God4 and an exalted wisdom,
there is no doubt that abandonment, error, and heresy has increased among the masses
as we have said earlier.
Thus wrote the great rabbi, our teacher and master, Moses Isserlein in his book Torat
ha-Olah, part three, chapter four, these are his words:5 ‘Many people among the masses,
each one leaps up to study matters of Kabbalah, because it is desirous in his eyes,
especially the words of the more recent ones, who revealed these matters explicitly in
their books. All the more so in our own time, when the books of Kabbalah are in print,
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the book of the Zohar, Recanati, 6 Sha’arei Orah,7 and anyone who examines them has
everything explained according to his understanding, even though their words are not
actually understood by way of truth,8 since they have not been transmitted from one
recipient of the tradition to another. And not only do men of intelligence claim
understanding of it but even simpletons who do not know the difference between right
and left, who tread in darkness, who cannot explicate the weekly portion or pericope
with Rashi’s commentary, even they leap up to study Kabbalah.’ Here ends his citation.
How mistaken was the Zohar’s editor, Immanuel Korufoli de Benevento, of blessed
memory, in his introduction to the book.9 This man who knew Hebrew grammar, and
composed Sefer Livyat Hen, thought that he knew Kabbalah as well. But as is customary
with most of those, he was quite lacking in other areas of knowledge. He was the same to
whom R. Joseph of Arles wrote the inscribed letter that begins,10 ‘fill the breadth of thy
land, Immanuel,11 daughter of Samael and Lillith, mourn the name, etc., and on the back
of the letter he wrote to the sage R. Immanuel of Korfilo, may the Lord preserve him
until a generation has need of him, as if to say that he was of no use in his own
generation when he said any thing that has been said in front of three, there is nothing
evil in it. And given that there were already copies of the Zohar extant [in manuscript]
that had been bought and sold, what difference would it make if it were to appear in
print now. Now over and above the fact that he compares a sacred book to something
evil, he compares and equates a manuscript to a printed book, as we have said.
But even more than this, I am amazed by the words of Rabbi Moses Provencali, whose
legal decision was printed with the Tikkunim.12 He too declares that from the day these
matters were committed to writing they were considered public, and what difference
would it make if they were to appear in print etc. And he further said: a manuscript and
a printed book are like one stroke to any who consider them, for they are both written
down, except that the one [a manuscript] is purchased for the equivalent of several coins
and the other one [a printed book], hewn with tip of iron and lead, is set out for sale on
the cheap market. How could a sage like him utter such a thing?
And so too our teacher and master, Rabbi Israel of Rovigo, of blessed memory, said [in
his responsum printed] there,13 that Rabbi Simeon bar Yohai, of blessed memory, wrote
the book of the Zohar before Rabbi [Judah the Prince] permitted the transcription of
oral matters in writing by invoking [the verse] ‘it is time to act for the Lord,’14 all the
more so, [it can appear in print], etc. But one must question the very foundations of this,
for Rabbi Simeon bar Yohai did not write the book of the Zohar in the first place. But the
teaching of the master, our teacher and rabbi, Isaac de Lattes, who my exalted father of
blessed memory informed me was a giant in his generation, his teaching is fitting. He
agreed in his responsum on the printing of the Zohar15 their foundation is a holy
mountain the whole time,16 that it would have been better for them not to print it [the
Zohar]. For the rabbis of blessed memory [wrote, the laws of incest] cannot be
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expounded [before three], etc, [nor the account of creation before two] nor the account
of the chariot before one, unless the person is wise, etc.17 ‘Do not seek those things which
are greater than you, have nothing to do with the secrets,’18 and the flaming ever turning
sword19 alludes to this. And you are not permitted to speak oral matters in writing.20 And
he who said I am still not old enough,21 he responded with straw and rubble,22 that all
this was said about the Ein Sof and not about the Sefirot. And about the claim that oral
matters cannot be spoken in writing, he [Isaac de Lattes] responded, if so why did Rabbi
Akiva see fit to write Sefer Yetizrah, and Rabbi Simeon bar Yohai the book of the Zohar.
But concerning this we have deliberated and proven earlier that they did not write them.
And to his [Isaac de Lattes’] claim that in the Zohar it is written that the Zohar itself will
be revealed in the generation of the King Messiah, in the latter generations at the end of
days, etc.23 As if this were sustained. And he said that this was explained, for the merit of
one who examines the book of the Zohar is enough to return [our nation] from captivity,
and that then the land will be filled with understanding. But we have seen that it is
approximately three-hundred and fifty years since the revelation of the book of the
Zohar in writing, but the Messiah has not come. And it is approximately seventy years
since it was printed, and the Messiah has not come. And the land lacks understanding,
for as a result of our sins the Torah has disappeared from Israel and is practically
forgotten.
Now let us return to prove our original point, that it was quite easy to destroy the ascent
to God with this investigation [Kabbalah] when it was written down, but even more so
after it appeared in print. Anyone who wants to take the name [of God] for a coin of
silver, can take it and ascend, he becomes entangled and yearns for beliefs in his heart
and mouth, for he makes it seem as if he sees God sitting on his exalted throne like
Isaiah, or the animals of His Chariot like Ezekiel, or the Ancient of Days like Daniel. And
he takes solace in saying that my unintentional wrongdoings become merits for me.
Apart from the continual damage of the printing these books to the Christians, as we
shall prove presently, with the help of God.

Endnotes
Lam. 4:6
Between 1558 and 1560, competing editions of the Zohar appeared in print, one at
Cremona and another at Mantua. Rival editions of Ma’arekhet ha-Elohut, a medieval
work of Kabbalah ascribed to Peretz ha-Kohen, appeared in print in 1558, one at Ferrara
and another at Mantua. An edition of Tikkunei Zohar, a distinct section of the Zoharic
corpus, appeared in print at Mantua in 1558. On the printing of Kabbalah in the
1
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sixteenth century see Simha Assaf, “On the Controversy over the printing of Kabbalistic
books,” (Hebrew) Sinai 5 (1939): 360-68. Isaiah Tishby, “The Controversy over the
Printing of the Zohar in Italy.” (Hebrew) Perakim 1 (1967-1968): 131-81. Ephraim
Kupfer, “New Documents on the controversy over the printing of the Zohar,” (Hebrew),
Michael 1 (1973): 302-18. Iggerot Melamdim ed. Yacob Boksenboim, (Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv
University Press, 1985) 270-272. Joseph Hacker “A new Letter about the controversy on
the printing of the Zohar in Italy.” (Hebrew) in Massuot, edited by Amos Goldreich and
Michal Oron, (Jerusalem: Mossad Bialik, 1994) 120-30. Daniel Abrams, “When was the
introduction to the book of the Zohar composed?” (Hebrew) Asufot 8 (1994): 211-226.
Boaz Huss, Ke-Zohar ha-Rakia, (Jerusalem: Ben Zvi Institute and Mossad Bialik,
2008), Chapter Three.
3 Lev. 13:5
4 BT Eruvin 13B.
5 Moses Isserles, Sefer Torat Ha-Olah, (Prague, 1569), 72B. This passage from Torat
ha-Olah was copied without ascription by Aaron Moses Altschuler, a native of Prague
and rabbi of the Kromau community in Moravia, in the preface to his Sefer Va-Yehal
Moshe (Prague, 1613). See Tishby, “General Introduction,” in The Wisdom of the Zohar:
An Anthology of Texts. (Oxford: Littman Library, 1989), 112.
6The writings of Menahem Recanati, an Italian Kabbalist who flourished at the
beginning of the fourteenth century, appeared in print in the middle of the sixteenth
century. His commentary on the Pentateuch was printed at Venice in 1545 and his Sefer
Ta’amei ha-Mizvot, which included a liturgical commentary, appeared at Basle in 1585.
See Tishby, “General Introduction,” 108, n. 92.
7Sha’arei Orah by Joseph Gikatillia, a thirteenth-century Castilian kabbalist. The work
appeared in print for the first time in 1561 at Mantua, at the same press that had printed
an edition of the Zohar and Ma’arekhet ha-Elohut.
8 The phrase “by way of truth,” <al pi ha-emet> and the notion of an uninterrupted
chain of transmission from one recipient to another allude quite pointedly to the
position of Nahmanides, a thirteenth-century Iberian kabbalist. See Elliot R. Wolfson,
“‘By Way of Truth’: Aspects of Nahmanides' Kabbalistic Hermeneutic,” AJS Review 14
(1989). Haviva Pedaya, Ha-Ramban: Hitalut, Zeman Mahzori ve-Tekst Kadosh (Tel
Aviv: Am Oved, 2003). Moshe Halbertal, Al Derekh Ha-Emet: Ha-Ramban
vi-Yetsiratah shel Masoret (Jerusalem: Mekhon Shalom Hartman, 2006).
9 Modena conflated two different editors of the Zohar, Immanuel Korufoli and
Immanuel ben Jekuthiel Benevento, into the same person. Immaneul ben Jekuthiel
Benevento wrote Livyat Hen, a Hebrew grammar printed at Mantua in 1557. He also
edited the Mantua edition of the Tikkunei Zohar and the second volume of the Mantua
edition of the Zohar. Immanuel Korufoli edited the first volume of the Mantua edition of
the Zohar. For his introduction to the Zohar referred to in this passage see Sefer
Ha-Zohar Al Ha-Torah, (Mantua: 1558), vol. 1, 1A-3B. The passage cited by Modena
appears on 2A. For clarification of Modena’s mistake see the letter by Gershom Scholem
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to Nehemiah Libowitz, printed in Ari Nohem ed. Libowitz, (Jerusalem, 1929), 157;
Isaiah Tishby, “The Controversy over the Printing of the Zohar in Italy,” 170, n.136.
10 Joseph Arles was a prominent rabbi in sixteenth century Italy who converted to
Christianity and took the name Jacobus Geraldino. On his conversion see, Yacob
Boksenboim, “Introduction,” (Hebrew) Iggerot Melamdim, 9-15. On Joseph of Arles’s
letter mentioned by Modena see Iggerot Bet Rieti ed. Yacob Boksenboim, (Tel Aviv: Tel
Aviv University Press, 1987), 329. As Boksenboim demonstrated, the letter mentioned
by Modena has nothing to do with the printing of the Zohar. Modena adduces the letter
as further evidence against Immanuel Korufoli.
11 Isa. 8:8
12 Tikkunei Zohar (Mantua, 1558), 2B-3A.
13 Tikkunei Zohar, (Mantua, 1558), 3B.
14 Ps. 119:126.
15Sefer Ha-Zohar Al Ha-Torah, (Mantua, 1558), vol. 1, 4A-6B.
16 Ps. 87:1
17 Mishnah Hagigah 2:1
18 BT Hagigah 13A. Quoted in the responsum by Isaac de Lattes.
19 Genesis 3:34
20 BT Temurah 14B; Gittin, 60A.
21 BT Hagigah 13A. Quoted in the responsum by Isaac de Lattes.
22 Mishnah Sabbath 3:1.
23On the messianism of Isaac de Lattes see Tishby, “The controversy over the printing of
the Zohar in Italy,” 151-58. On his political theory see Bernard Dov Cooperman,
“Political Discourse in a Kabbalistic Register: Isaac De Lattes’ Plea for Stronger
Communal Government,” in Be’erot Yitzhak: Studies in Memory of Isadore Twersky,
ed. Jay M. Harris (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2005). On messianism
and the Zohar see Yehuda Liebes, “The Messiah of the Zohar: The Messianic Image of
Simeon bar Yohai,” (Hebrew) in Ha-Ra'yon Ha-Meshihi Be-Yisrael, ed. Shmuel Reem
(Jerusalem: Israel Academy of the Sciences, 1982).
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ארי נהם
Ari Nohem

1639
Prepared by Yaacob Dweck, Princeton University, USA

Leon Modena
Printed: Leipzig, 1840 (Ed. Julius Fürst). Jerusalem, 1929 (Ed. Nehemiah S. Libowitz).

)Chapter 29 (Ed. Libowitz, 90-93

פרק תשעה ועשרים
ויגדל עון בת עמי ורבתה הפרצה ,ובפרט אחרי כי יצאו הספרים מזה אל הדפוס ,ספרי הזהר ותיקונים ,מערכת האלהות,
וזולתם .כי בעודם הדברים שבכתב לבד ,מעטים היו הנכנסים בזה ,ואשר היה בידו מהם ,לא היה מוסרם להעתיק ,כי
אם לכשר ונחשב בעיניו לראוי לכך ,ועל הרוב היה הקודם יודע ומלמד פה אל פה ,אח"כ לחפוץ בספר .אמנם אחר
הדפסה ,שכל אשר בידו זוזים וסלעים לקנות ,ויודע לקרות ,יהיה מי שיהיה ,או מה ואיך שיהיה ,קונה הספרים והוגה
בהם ,ונדמה לו להבין לידע ,פשה הנגע ביחידים אין מספר .דאפילו תימא שהיו דברי אלהים חיים וחכמה מפוארת ,אין
ספק שרבה העזובה והשגיאה והכפירה ברבים כדברינו לעיל.
וכן כתב הרב הגדול מהר"ם איסרלאן בספרו תורת העולה ח"ג פ"ד ז"ל :ורבים מהמון עם ,כל אחד קופץ ללמוד ענין
הקבלה ,כי היא תאוה לעינים ,ובפרט בדברי האחרונים אשר גלו דבריהם בספריהם בבאור ,וכ"ש בזמן הזה שנדפסו
ספרי הקבלה ,כגון ספר הזוהר ,ריקנאטי ,שערי אורה ,אשר כל מעיין בהם הכל הוא מבואר לדעתו ,אעפ"י שדבריהם
אינם מובנים על פי האמת ,מאחר שאינו מקובל מפי מקובל .ולא זה בלבד שמהשכילים יבינו בה ,אלא אפילו בעלי
בתים שאינם יודעים בין ימינם לשמאלם ,בחשכה יתהלכו ,אינם יודעים לפרש סדרה או פרשה בפירש רש"י ,קופצים
ללמוד קבלה וכו' עכ"ל.
וכמה לא בדעת ידבר בעל מגיה ספר הזוהר בהקדמתו ,שהוא היה ר' עמנואל מקריפולי די ביניוינטו ז"ל .יודע דקדוק
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הלשון ,שחבר ספר לוית חן ,וחושב לדעת קבלה זו .אמנם כמנגהם של אלו ,ברובם חסר משאר החכמות ,הוא אשר כתב
לו ר' יוסף מארלי ,הכתב הרשום המתחיל מלא רוחב ארצך עמנואל ,כת סמאל ולילית שם יקוננו ,וכו' וע"ג הכתב כתב
לו ליד החכם ר' עמנואל מקרופולי ,ד' יחייהו עד שהדור צריך לו ,כלומר שלא היה בו תועלת לדורו ,באמרו כל מלתא
דמתאמרי באנפי תלתא ,לית בה משום לשנא בישא ,ועל כן להיות שכבר היו בכתב העתקות מספר הזוהר ונמכרו ,מה
יוסיף עתה המדפיסו .כי מלבד שהוא מדמה הספר הקדוש בעיניו ללישנא בישא ,מעריך ומשוה הדבר שבכתב לנדפס,
כמו שאמרנו.
ויותר מזה בעיני יפלא מהרב ר' משה פראוינצאל ,שבפסקיו נדפסו בתיקונים ,אומר גם הוא מיום שנתנו הדברים לכתב
נחשבו למפורסמים ,ומה יוסיף עוד הדפוס בזה וכו' ועוד אמר :על הכתב יד והדפוס בחדא מחתא מחתינוה ,כי זה כמו זה
כתב הוא ,אלא שזה בקנה כמה זוזי שוה וזה בעת ברזל יוצא בשעור הזול ,ואיך אפשר שחכם כמותו יאמר כזאת?
וכן מהר"ר ישראל מרויגו ז"ל אמר שם ,שאם רשב"י ז"ל כתב ספר הזוהר עד שלא בא רבינו הקדוש להתיר לכתוב
דברים שבעל פה משום עת לעשות לה' וכו' כ"ש וכו' .ואעקרא דדינא פירכא ,שלא כתב רשב"י ספר הזוהר מעולם .אך
שרי ליה מאריה למהר"ר יצחק די לאטיס ז"ל אשר קבלתי ממעלת אדוני אבי ז"ל ,שהיה גדול בדורו ,שהסכים בפסקיו
על הדפסת הזהר כל הפעם יסודתם בהררי קדש ,שלא היה ראוי להדפיסו ,מאשר אמרו חז"ל אין דורשין וכו' ,ולא
במרכבה ביחיד ,אלא אם כן היה חכם וכו' ובמופלא ממך אל תדרוש ,אין לך עסק בנסתרות ,ושלזה רמז להט החרב
המתהפכת ,ודברים שבעל פה אי אתה רשאי לאומרו בכתב .ומי שאמר אכתי לא קשאי ,השיב בקש ובגבבא ,שכל זה
נאמר על האין סוף .לא על הספירות .ועל טענת דברים שבעל פה אי אתה רשאי ,השיב אם כן מה ראה על ככה ר"ע
לכתוב ספר יצירה ,רשב"י ספר הזוהר ,ועל זה אנו דנים ,והוכחנו לעיל שלא כתבום ,וכך אמר שבזוהר כתוב שיתגלה
בדרא דמלכא משיחא ,בדרא בתרי בסוף יומיא כאלו אכשיר דרי וכו' ,והוא אמר שמבואר הוא .שזכות העיון בזוהר
מספיק להשיב שבותנו ,ושאז תמלא הארץ דעה .ואנו רואים שזה כמו ש"נ שנה שנתגלה ספר הזוהר ומשיח לא בא .וזה
כמו שבעים שנה שנדפס ולא בא משיח ,וחסרה הארץ דעה שבעונותינו התורה הלכה הלוך וחסור בישראל וכמעט
נשתכחה.
מעתה נשוב להוכחת כונתינו שהיה קל מאד להרוס לעלות אל יי בעיון זה ,כשהיה בכתב ,ויותר מאד אחרי שנדפס ,שכל
הרוצה ליטול את השם הזה ,באגורת כסף נוטל ועולה ומסבך ומתחבט בלבו ובפיו ,מתראה רואה את ה' ,יושב על כסא
רם כישעיה ,וחיות המרכבה כיחזקאל ,ועתיק יומין כדניאל ,ומתנחם לומר שגגות נעשה לי כזכיות .מלבד הזנק הנמשך
מהדפסת ספרים אלו למגן וצנה אל השומדים ונוצרים ,כאשר נוכיח לפנינו בע"ה.

Publisher: Ari Nohem, edited Nehemiah S. Libowitz, Makor, Jerusalem, 1929, Chapter
Twenty-Nine, pages 90-93
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